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– The aim of this research was to determine the evolution of engagement with business ethics in the 
top 500 Australian corporations operating in the private sector from 1995 to 2010.  
 
Design/methodology/approach 
– Primary data were obtained via a non-sponsored and unsolicited self-administered mail 
questionnaire distributed to a census of the top 500 Australian companies operating in the private 
sector administered in both 1995 and 2010. This paper examines and compares the responses of the 
companies that possessed a code of ethics at those times.  
 
Findings 
– This paper finds that business ethics has continued to evolve over the period of the study and that, in 
most cases, such an evolution has been positive, with the majority of companies exhibiting high levels 
of engagement.  
 
Research limitations/implications 
– While the responses provided a rich picture of the evolution of Australian corporate engagement 
with business ethics, further longitudinal research exploring international and cross-cultural contexts 
would add to this understanding of organisational engagement.  
 
Practical and social implications 
– It would seem that codes of ethics have evolved beyond a regulatory requirement and are now 
considered an integral component of the corporate culture and commercial practice in the majority of 
Australia’s top 500 companies.  
Originality/value 
– Despite a history of business ethics research, longitudinal studies seeking to understand the 
evolution of corporate engagement to business ethics are exceedingly rare. This paper, unique and 
original in its focus on an Australian context, provides a basis for future studies focused on exploring 
international and cross-cultural contexts. This paper makes a substantive and valuable contribution to 




Australian-based businesses had not deemed it necessary to give any real and meaningful 
consideration to business ethics until the latter part of the 1980s and early 1990s (Kaye, 1992, 1996). 
The stock market crash of 1987 precipitated the need and desire for Australian companies to look for 
answers to explain their tawdry performance at that cataclysmic moment of Australian corporate 
history (Wood, 2000). The revelations of impropriety that surfaced as the result of corporate collapses 
and the fall from grace of high-profile entrepreneurs brought ethical practices into sharp focus for 
investors, the community in general and the government (Milton-Smith, 1995; Small, 1993). 
Corporate figures fell from grace as they moved from being famous to now infamous, as their 
dealings in the marketplace left a trail of destruction not seen in Australia since the Great Depression 
of the late 1920s as companies went bankrupt and investors lost their life savings. 
 
Milton-Smith (1995, p. 683) believes that prior to the crash in Australia:  
 
High profile entrepreneurs became folk heroes and, one suspects, the most influential business role 
models for the community. When the bubble finally burst and the crash came, it soon became clear 
how corrupt and leaderless the Australian system had become […] In the wake of corporate collapses, 
[…] many questions have been raised about the integrity of business and government leaders. 
 
These corporate activities, by some of our most recognised entrepreneurs and others, have achieved 
notoriety within Australia. The problems resulting from these activities affected our foreign debt 
ratios and therefore affected the entire community. 
 
As a direct response to the excesses of the 1980s, the Business Council of Australia (1991) published 
Corporate Practices and Conduct. This publication was an attempt to establish some guidelines and 
principles for corporate conduct and practice in Australia. The report was written because of:  
 
[…] a recognition among leading business organisations that the excesses of the 1980s had damaged 
the reputation of Australian business and there was a need to restore it. It was also seen that in many 
areas there was a need to improve performance. 
 
 
The aim of this study was to examine the extent to which Australia’s top 500 companies operating in 
the private sector appeared to be committed to the concept of business ethics, not just in 1995 when 
the study commenced, but to see if the interest of that time and the commitment required to sustain it 
was maintained over an extended period until 2010. 
 
The 24-hour media cycle that plays out in Australia today craves for and portrays only the news of the 
present as the past dulls into memory and as new scandals overtake the old ones on a regularly 
monotonous basis. Our memories are tested to remember the vagaries of the recent past, let alone 
across a 15-year period. If a scandal is reported, then our interest is heightened, but as time fades and 
the original event pales into one’s corporate memory, then often vigilance and commitment tends to 
wane as other more pressing, and apparently more urgent, and current matters come to the forefront of 
the corporate psyche. 
 
To focus empirical investigation on commitments to business ethics, it was decided to direct our 
attention to the company’s code of ethics and the way that the code was supported by the 
organisation, both internally and externally. This paper focuses on the organisational artefacts in place 
to support the ethos of the code of ethics across the 15-year period under consideration. 
 
A number of writers have contended that the development of a code of ethics can be viewed as one of 
the ways that an organisation displays its commitment to an ethical organisational culture (Adams et 
al., 2001; Axline, 1990; Fraedrich, 1992; James, 2000; Laczniak and Murphy, 1991; Somers, 2001). 
In isolation, a code of ethics can ensure neither that the employees of organisations will actually 
manifest the ethical behaviour that organisations say they expect and demand nor that the 
organisations have developed and constructed a code driven by motives that were altruistic rather than 
those that would be viewed by many as more mercenary. 
 
Wood (2000, p. 291), in his study of the content of American, Canadian and Australian codes, found:  
 
[…] that companies may mask the true intent of their codes. They may use the facade that the codes 
are there to protect all stakeholders when in actual fact, the focus is self-protection and preservation. 
Many codes are not designed as codes of ethics or codes of conduct but as codes of company 
continuance. 
 
The issue that is of major concern in this statement is that it flags for consideration that in practice 
organisations may have different priorities than those espoused by their ethics statements, and whilst 
we would hope for altruistic motives at the base level for code development and adoption, it appears 
that the mercenary imperative prevailed. 
 
The potential of any code can only be realised if the code of ethics is embodied by an organisation 
that is absolute in its intention to evolve its ethical culture (Davis, 1988; Townley, 1992). This 
intention is much more than simply developing or implanting a code within the organisation’s policy 
framework. It necessitates a level of commitment beyond “lip service” to the ideal, but to a level of 
enacting genuine operational procedures to ensure that the ethos of the code is inculcated in all that 
the company does. The expectation is that codes of ethics are developed and implemented for their 
own inherent value and not simply as an expedient “strategic initiative” to meet legislative, regulatory 
or marketplace requirements. It is through such genuine commitment that corporate recognition, 
reputation and marketplace advantage will be derived (Wood, 2002; Wood and Callaghan, 2003). 
 
The fundamental aim of the research interest inherent in this study was focused on the need to 
examine the commitment of Australia’s top 500 companies operating in the private sector, to the 
principles espoused within their codes of ethics. This was achieved through investigating the means 
by which organisations attempted to instil the ethos of their codes into the work ethics of their 
employees. The results of the research considered in this paper were collected over a 15-year period 
via two mail surveys to establish, if any, discernible changes in the survey population that occurred 
over that period. 
 
Australia in 1995 and in 2010: a journey of social enlightenment?  
Australia in 1995 was markedly different in many ways to the Australia of 2010. In 1995, Australia’s 
six state premiers were all men, whereas in 2010, two of the six premiers were women. In 2008, 
Australia had appointed its first female Governor General, Quentin Bryce, who in 2010 swore in our 
27th Prime Minister and first woman to hold that high office, Julia Gillard. 
 
In late 1995, the Hawke/Keating Labor Government was in its last throes after having been in power 
since 1983. During that time the Labor Government challenged Australians to contemplate the type of 
society they wished to be a part of. Keating, in 1993, introduced the Native Title Act which finally 
recognised the land rights of Australia’s indigenous population. At the same time, the environmental 
movement in this country was establishing a beachhead in public debates and the Greens party came 
into being. We marked our new-found environmental awareness with Clean up Australia Day that 
mobilised thousands of Australians to take action to clean up the litter in our country. 
 
Australia was moving inexorably towards a need to redefine who it was and who it represented, as our 
demographic profile was changing to become more multicultural. Prime Minister Keating in 1992 
enacted the Citizenship Act, which for the first time removed the compulsion to swear the oath of 
allegiance to the British crown as a part of becoming an Australian citizen. We debated over the next 
few years whether we should be a Republic and whether we should move from our entrenched 
recognition of Queen Elizabeth the Second as our head of state, culminating in 1999 in a referendum 
to become a Republic. The referendum was lost, but the issue still percolates away under the surface 
today. 
 
As the decade of the 1990s progressed, we became connected to the world through the internet as we 
embraced new technology with great relish. Today we seem to be fixated with social media on which 
many of us share their lives’ minutiae and on which we express our opinions on items ranging from 
the intellectual to the banal. The reporting of news is instantaneous and we can obtain it from a 
myriad of sources. We have become umbilically attached to our technology, and our younger 
generation feels stress without their devices at hands length. Mass media now is more pervasive in our 
lives than ever before and every corporate slip is discovered and broadcasted to the world. 
 As we moved into the twenty-first century, we are confronted with the issue of asylum seekers 
landing in their boatloads on our shores: an issue which has divided the community. Whilst we had 
enacted the Native Title legislation, we would not apologise to the stolen generations of indigenous 
people until the Rudd Labor Government replaced the Howard Liberal Government of 1996-2007. 
Within a month of his government’s election, Prime Minister Rudd signed us up to the Kyoto 
Protocols on climate change. 
 
In 1995, Ian Roberts, an Australian international rugby union representative, became our first major 
sports person to declare that he was gay. Fifteen years on, in 2010, same-sex marriage was being 
openly discussed, and people from all walks of life had affirmed their same-sex orientation. Whilst 
challenging for many in the community, the discussions were taking place in the community in a more 
transparent way than ever before. We seemed to be embracing the recognition of diversity as we 
moved forward. 
 
In 1995, as a nation, we were still attempting to recover economically and emotionally from the 
vagaries of the financial collapse of the late 1980s. Many Australians lost their jobs and, with it, their 
homes as we struggled to right our economic ship that had been torpedoed from within. Greed was 
now seen as not so good as we all suffered. Inflation rates increased and unemployment went as high 
as 10 per cent, shaking our trust to the core in our financial institutions and our high-flying corporate 
executives. 
 
In the early stages of the Rudd Government, like all developed Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) economies, we faced the Global Financial Crisis. The demise 
of financial institutions, such as Lehman Brothers, and the mortgage agencies, such as Fannie Mae 
and Freddie Mac, sent shock waves around the world to which we were not immune. The world’s 
financial system was in crisis and many were concerned about it going into free fall. Fiscal stimulus 
was needed in many economies including Australia as we rode out the storm better than most. The 
strength of our banks enabled us to respond strongly, so as we headed into 2010, just like in 1995, we 
were coming off the throes of a major financial meltdown worldwide that had sent a salutary warning 
to us all about the need to consider the legal and ethical precepts of business (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2010). 
 
The question that needed to be asked in 2010 was: Have business ethics evolved to a higher level over 
the past 15 years in Australia, or are we still suffering from the same vagaries that plagued business in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s? 
 
Methodology and response rates 
 
To evaluate the use of codes of ethics, an iterative and multi-mode research procedure (consisting of 
both qualitative and quantitative data collection) was used and conducted across 1995/1996. The 
process was replicated in 2000/2001, again in 2005/2006, facilitating refinement of the questionnaire 
design and scale development to enable an entirely quantitatively based data collection in 2010/2011. 
This paper relates the results of the seminal and most recent iterations of the study to provide an 
efficient and concise picture of the evolution over the period. The seminal data collection consisted of 
a questionnaire that was sent to all the public relations managers of the top 500 Australian companies 
(based on revenue) operating in the private sector. This population was selected for several reasons 
(i.e. size of turnover, employee numbers and business profile), as they were more probable to have 
developed a formal code of ethics. Companies were asked to answer up to 30 questions and to supply 
a copy of their code of ethics. This paper is based on a comparison of the findings of the initial 30-
question survey conducted in 1995 and the latest 2010 iteration based on and developed from it. 
 
In 1995, a response rate of 68 per cent (340 companies) was achieved in Stage 1 with this survey, with 
53 per cent (265 companies) returning a completed questionnaire. The latest total response rate is 22.4 
per cent, and the usable response rate is 21.2 per cent, which is more than acceptable for a self-
administered non-sponsored mail questionnaire (Table I). 
 
The interesting, and perhaps surprising, higher response rate in 1995 rather than in 2010 is one to 
ponder. In 1995, the aftermath of the 1987 crash was still an exceedingly traumatic event from which 
we as a nation, nearly a decade later, were still recovering. Many of our highest of high corporate 
generals had been ruined and in some cases, were either facing or had faced criminal proceedings and 
had been incarcerated. The topic of business ethics was still very new in this country and the 
aftermath of 1987 was still exceedingly raw. Business may have been searching for a solution to their 
problems through business ethics, and this survey instrument seemed to capture their interest and 
imagination: right place and right time. Also, at that time, in 1995, the levels of communications were 
such that organisations were not being constantly bombarded with requests to participate in surveys 
via internet intrusion. The original survey document was paper – based and comments about its 
professional presentation were made by a number of respondents, thus facilitating a higher response 
rate. It was 21 pages in length, yet it still received this high response rate. 
 
The 2010 document, whilst still paper-based, had been streamlined as a result of the development of 
an entirely quantitatively based survey instrument that facilitated the ease of completion, thus 
decreasing the time required for respondents to complete it. Whilst this evolution of the survey 
instrument also resulted in other efficiencies to the research process (such as data entry and analysis), 
frequent use of the term “time poor”, in general and specifically by respondents, also encouraged the 
use of a more streamlined instrument in an attempt to maintain and enhance the response rate. 
 
The primary focus of this paper comprises the respondents who indicated that their company 
possessed a code. In 1995, there were 121 respondents and in 2010, there were 101 respondents. For 
ease of the presentation of results, figures of 1995 and 2010 will be shown in the following format for 
all data sets: (1995:2010). 
 
The incidence of codes 
 
Question 1 is focussed on the frequency of code usage amongst large private sector firms. The 
primary evidence in 1995 indicated moderate usage with a large minority of survey respondents (45.7 
per cent or 121 of 265), indicating that their company possessed a code. In 2010, 95.3 per cent of 
respondents indicated that their company possessed a code (Table II). In the past 15 years in corporate 
Australia, the reported incidence of codes has now more than doubled. The artefact of the code of 
ethics has become de rigueur for the organisations of corporate Australia, but the real test will be to 
see if the processes that are needed to be in place to make the ethos of a code come to life have been 
embraced in the same manner. 
 
The use of corporate codes of ethics has seen a substantial and significant (α = 0.01) increase with the 
incidence of codes doubling over the 15-year period of the study. This indicates healthy growth and a 
mature attitude towards ethical practice within the sample, and at 95.3 per cent, it is near to being 
universal across the sample. The introduction of the “Principles of Good Corporate Governance and 
Best Practice Recommendations” by the Australian Stock Exchange in 2002 and the resultant focus 
on corporate governance in Australia as well as internationally may go some way in explaining this 
increase in the incidence of codes of ethics in companies operating in Australia. 
 
Over the 15-year period of this study, the business nature of respondents varied substantially. At face 
value, the major areas of change from the 1995 to the 2010 survey were reductions in manufacturing 
(28.5 per cent:10.9 per cent) and finance and insurance (23.1 per cent:12.9 per cent) (Table III). The 
substantial and significant (α = 0.01) drop in responses from the manufacturing industry is very likely 
a direct reflection of the fundamental changes that have occurred in the Australian economy as it has 
moved from a substantially manufacturing-based economy towards a more service-based one. This 
change is also reflected in the marginally significant decrease (p = 0.0994) in respondents from the 
wholesale trade industry, with less manufactured stock and more efficient distribution methods being 
used. 
 
The reduction in responses from the finance and insurance industry (whilst lower in significance at p 
= 0.0503) is surprising at first, given the increased awareness of the need for ethical behaviour in this 
industry in the wake of the HIH insurance failure and the 2004 A$360 million loss by National 
Australia Bank due to unauthorised foreign exchange options trading. On reflection, however, it is 
likely that the rapid introduction of Legislative changes, at both the state and federal levels, in 
response to such failures of corporate judgement, has resulted in decreased interest and focus from 
within this industry due to the (now) universal requirement of ethical codes of practice in that 
industry. 
 
A similar effect is also likely in the significant decrease (α = 0.01) in responses from the 
communications industry (5.0 per cent: 0 per cent). The change is consistent with an industry that has 
matured well beyond its stormy days in moving from public to private ownership, where the need for, 
and interest in, policies and procedures to establish and guide appropriate ethical behaviour was 
paramount. 
 
Inversely, but similarly, the significant (α = 0.01) increase in the number of electricity, gas and water 
supply respondents (1.7 per cent:18.8 per cent) over the 1995/2010 period is essentially the same 
effect in action (with regard to interest in participation in the study), but at the beginning of the 
privatisation cycle in the move towards the privatisation of government interests in this industry. The 
2010 study found significant increases (ranging from α = 0.1 to α = 0.01) in a number of businesses 
that were not represented in the 1995 study. These areas were traditionally government-owned or 
related, such as education (p = 0.05506), government administration and defence (p = 0.0068) and 
health and community services (p = 0.0008). The continued presence of government-related industries 
is almost certainly indicative of continued government policies directed towards privatisation and 
“user pays”-based service policies that have led to the inclusion of these organisations in the Top 500 
companies based on revenue. 
 
The profile of respondent businesses over the period of the study appears to indicate that the private 
sector has changed, in that more service-oriented organisations and/or government-related 
organisations are large enough to attract recognition in the top 500 companies and that issues 
surrounding business ethics are perceived as more relevant to them today than may have been the case 
in 1995 when they may not have even qualified to be included in the sample (Table IV). 
 
The nature of inflation clearly explains the upward shift in the annual turnover of respondents from 
1995 to 2010, with significant decreases (α = 0.01) in the “>$100 million” and “>$300 million” 
categories, almost directly reflected in significant increases in the latter two categories of “>$500 
million” (p = 0.0625) and “>$1000 million” (p = 0.0002). Whilst not significant, the decrease in 
responses from the highest category of “$5000 million” (14.9 per cent:8.9 per cent) would seem to 
contradict this observation; however (as with the changes observed in Industry based responses), we 
would suggest that the decrease is reflective of a declining interest in the survey area amongst these 
organisations, as these organisations have continually refined their ethical artefacts from the early 
1990s and so are less inclined to participate. It is also very likely that these companies are being 
contacted far more often (than in 1995) with requests for information, and they are simply suffering 
from “list fatigue” in comparison to other companies in the sample. 
 
While the overall incidence of codes within the sample approaches total compliance at a national 
level, it should be noted that the results cannot absolutely demonstrate their incidence for the entire 
population of the top 500 firms over the period (nor beyond this). 
 
Involvement in developing the codes 
 
The introduction of the “Principles of Good Corporate Governance and Best Practice 
Recommendations” by the Australian Stock Exchange in 2002 and the resultant focus on corporate 
governance in Australia underlines the importance of the involvement of boards of directors and 
senior managers with codes of ethics in companies operating in Australia (Callaghan et al., 2008). 
Regulatory requirements and the global growth of an interest in corporate social responsibility should 
mean that the incidence of board and senior management involvement in the development of codes of 
ethics has increased significantly (Table V). 
 
Whilst no significant differences were found in the survey data, there has been a disappointing 
decrease in the involvement of senior staff in the development of ethical codes in Australian firms. It 
is important to note that involvement in code development remains the prerogative of senior managers 
(87.9 per cent:79.2 per cent), chief executive officers (84.5 per cent:80.2 per cent) and the board of 
directors (60.6 per cent:56.4 per cent), yet the involvement of all three categories has reduced over the 
period. A positive outcome of this decrease is in the resulting increase in the involvement of other 
staff (31.8 per cent:38 per cent) and suppliers (7.0 per cent, a new category not mentioned in the 1995 
qualitative responses). Whilst over the 15-year period, employees and external stakeholders are still 
consulted to a lesser extent, it is heartening to see a broadening of consultation (however minor) with 
regards to the development of codes. 
 
The downside of the lack of staff involvement is that a code imposed from above by senior 
management may be less influential upon lower-level managers and other staff who may perceive the 
code as not of their creation. If the staff of organisations do not feel an ownership in respect to the 
code, they may not accept it as readily as when they were a part of its development (Wood, 2002). 
Similarly, the low participation of external stakeholders in the preparation of the code (others 9 per 
cent:7.9 per cent and suppliers 7.0 per cent) may also reduce its perceived impact and influence upon 
them as well. To the extent that code effectiveness depends upon moral persuasion rather than 
coercive enforcement, a drafting process left in the hands of a few senior managers represents a 
continuing lost opportunity by organisations to win employee consent (Wood and Rimmer, 2003). By 
not consulting external stakeholders more widely than appears to be done, companies miss a valuable 
opportunity to ground their thoughts in the public opinion of those people that their actions may 
affect. 
 
Implementing the codes 
 
The implementation of codes can occur in two ways – first the adaption of existing processes, and 
second, the creation of special processes. Reliance on the former is most likely fundamental to any 
real commitment to a code; however, “high” commitment is most clearly signalled by the second 
(Wood and Rimmer, 2003). 
 
The adaption of existing processes can relate to staff appraisal regarding the code, enforcement and 
discipline measures associated with the code and the use of the code in strategic planning. 
 
Organisations should seek to formalise the ethical behaviour and performance of employees through 
the use of existing employee appraisal systems (Fraedrich, 1992, Harrington, 1991 and Laczniak and 
Murphy, 1991). Ethical performance appraisal was widespread in 1995, and its use has increased 
significantly (p = 0.0445) over the period studied with more than four out of every five organisations 
using it in performance appraisal in 2010 (69.4 per cent:81.2 per cent) (Table VI). 
 
Since 1995, companies have become more conspicuous in the need for their policing of code 
breaches. The increased profile and power of the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, 
the 1998 implementation of Australian Standard 3806 (focused on legal compliance programs within 
organisations) and the formalisation of the concept of corporate social responsibility through the 
development and publication of the International Standard for Social Responsibility 2600 are very 
likely the primary motivating impetuses that have resulted in the need for action to be taken regarding 
code breaches. By having consequences for a breach of the code, the organisation signals to 
employees the necessity of abiding by the code in the interests of both themselves and the 
organisation. 
 Effectively, all firms with codes now associate them with disciplinary measures (83.5 per cent:98 per 
cent), a substantial and highly significant (α = 0.01) increase over the already healthy 83.5 per cent 
recorded in 1995. The use of codes in this way to this degree, and in this manner, can only be 
considered to be at the best practice level (Table VII). 
 
Robin and Reidenbach (1987) identified that a gap exists between concept and practice in regards to 
corporate ethics and corporate planning. They advocated that this gap could be closed if an 
organisation was genuinely committed to the values espoused in their code of ethics through 
inculcating those values into the strategic planning process of the organisation. Whilst their focus was 
regarding strategic marketing and planning, the principles that they proposed are applicable to all 
forms of strategic planning in all organisations. Robin and Reidenbach’s (1987, p. 52) model of 
strategic marketing planning marries the principle of ethical standards for the organisation with the 
processes involved in strategic marketing planning. The model clearly demonstrates the linkages 
between the two concepts of strategic planning and ethics. 
 
Thomas et al. (2004) contend that leaders must think strategically about how they ensure that they 
engender an ethical culture within the organisation. Leaders must have a vision to move their 
organisation towards a better ethical culture. They must empower their employees to act in ethical 
ways. If the organisation is serious about inculcating ethics into the organisation, then ethics should be 
an integral part of the strategic planning process (Wood, 2002). Organisations should consider and 
review their plans in light of the ethical principles that the organisation believes it should apply and 
upon which it has predicated its decisions in respect to its participation in society. Our intent in asking 
this question was to test this link between the code and its use in the strategic planning process (Table 
VIII). 
 
Whilst an increasing number of the companies surveyed (45.5 per cent:550.4 per cent) endeavour to 
incorporate their ethical values into their strategic considerations, it is concerning that nearly 45 per 
cent still do not. In these circumstances, there is no mechanism in place to guard against the strategic 
plan not matching the espoused ethical stance of the organisation, resulting in a mixed message to 
staff, consumers and society in general. Some form of a check to ensure congruence should be 
obligatory to all organisations simply as a matter of good governance. 
 
At the time of the initial survey in 1995, corporate Australia was beginning to realise the need for 
ethical practices to be enshrined within the behaviour of their organisations. An ethics committee is 
one way that an organisation may initiate this situation (Center for Business Ethics, 1986; McDonald 
and Zepp, 1989; Weber, 1981). 
 
In 1995, the concept of a standing ethics committee or its equivalent was acknowledged by a small 
number of respondents with a doubling of activity in this regard in 2010 (25.6 per cent:52.5 per cent) 
(Table IX). Whilst this is a highly significant change over the period (α = 0.01) just less than half of 
the respondents indicated that their organisation did not have a standing ethics committee. The change 
is encouraging, but if business ethics is important, then surely companies should communicate this 
fact by having designated ethics committees that are seen by all. Not to have a committee in nearly 50 
per cent of organisations, signals to the employees of the organisation and other stakeholders that the 
company may not see business ethics as an important enough area to warrant such attention. 
 
The two areas of ethics education committee and ethics education are theoretically and practically 
linked, as it is unreasonable to simply expect individuals to be ethical to the level of company 
expectations without designing and providing suitable education to achieve this aim (Wood and 
Callaghan, 2003). An ethics education committee should provide the focus and initiative to expose 
employees to discussion of and education in ethics in the types of business situations that they may 
face under the company’s employ. Without programs focused on education in ethics, the desire to 
incorporate an ethical perspective into the business practices of employees will only be a hope that 
cannot be translated into reality and has been advocated by several authors as a means of 
institutionalising ethics within the organisation (Callaghan et al., 2008; Wood and Callaghan, 2003; 
Axline, 1990; Dean, 1992; Harrington, 1991; Laczniak and Murphy, 1991; Maclagan, 1992; 
McDonald and Zepp, 1990; Sims, 1992). 
 
In 1995, the fact that only 18/121 respondents (14.9 per cent) had an ethics education committee was 
a concern, but 15 years later, that figure has only grown to 36.6 per cent (Table X). Whilst a highly 
significant increase (p = 0.0002), this figure is still low if companies are serious about inculcating 
ethics into the workforce. A designated committee, set up for the specific purpose of ethics education 
and the discussion of relevant issues, flags to employees that the organisation is sincere in the pursuit 
of ethical principles and behaviour. 
 
Of Australia’s top 500 companies in 1995, only 40/121 (33.1 per cent) of those who had codes 
conducted ethics education for their staff. This area has seen a highly significant increase (α = 0.01) to 
81/101 (80.2 per cent) in 2010 (Table XI). 
 
Although it is pleasing to see a rise in this response, it should be noted that nearly one-fifth of 
companies (18.8 per cent) do not have ongoing ethics education or know if they have such education 
in ethics. Employees are culturally and morally diverse and ethics education is needed to make 
employees aware of the ethical values of the company, as the process is not osmotic. Staff cannot be 
left to their own devices in this area, for it is too important not only to the company but also to the 
individual and the society as we have seen through previous disastrous corporate collapses over the 
past 25 years in this country and worldwide. 
 
Several authors have suggested the need to incorporate ethical audits into an organisation’s processes 
(Crotts et al., 2005; Laczniak and Murphy 1991; Murphy, 1988). Garcia-Marza (2005) views the 
ethics audit as an integral part of the process of developing trust in the organisation (other factors in 
developing trust being the actual code and an ethics committee).  
 
Within this integrated system of ethics management in the company, ethics auditing can respond to 
the basic objective of ethics management, which is simply to integrate economic benefit with social 
and environmental benefit (Garcia-Marza, 2005, p. 211).  
 
Whilst ethical performance appraisal focuses on evaluation of the individual employee’s performance, 
ethical audits are an examination of the organisation’s ethical performance. The concept is that 
organisations use evaluations of functional units within their operations to monitor the adherence to 
the policies and guidelines of the organisation (Callaghan et al., 2012) (Table XII). 
 
There has been a marginally significant increase in the use of ethical audits (38.0 per cent:50.5 per 
cent, p = 0.0649) over the period. More encouraging, however, is the respective and significant 
decrease in respondents indicating that ethical audits are not conducted at all (53.7 per cent:33.7 per 
cent, p = 0.0027). It should be noted that this result is somewhat outweighed by the introduction of the 
“Don’t Know” category, in the 2010 iteration, as its 15.8 per cent of respondents would render the 
reduction in the “No” category insignificant if both were summed (53.7 per cent:49.5 per cent). 
Whilst the additional category has aided in providing greater clarity of responses to this question, any 
evolution in the use of ethical audits over the period has only been marginally significant. 
 
It is important that organisations take steps to recognise and expose unethical practices. The dilemma 
that many employees face is in knowing to whom they can take an issue so as to ensure its integrity; 
the integrity of the person against whom the complaint is made and most importantly, protection from 
reprisals (Gellerman, 1989; Labich, 1992; Stoner, 1989). Ethics officers began to be appointed by 
many major North American corporations as early as the 1980s (Labich, 1992; Townley, 1992) with 
specific roles of encouraging whistle-blowing where genuine worker concern exists. 
 
There has been a substantial and significant rise (α = 0.01) in the incidence of organisations 
appointing ethics ombudsman since 1995 (19.8 per cent:52.5 per cent). It is disappointing that just 
under half of respondents indicated that they either did not know (5 per cent) or do not have an ethics 
ombudsman (42.6 per cent) (Table XIII). Without an ombudsman in place, who do employees go to 
with their concerns? The organisational chain of command would indicate the person’s supervisor, but 
research (Baumhart, 1961; Brenner and Molander, 1977) has shown, and common sense dictates, that 
it is often the supervisor who is at the centre of the ethical conflict that a staff member wishes to 
resolve. Without a designated position to deal with such issues, both the staff and the organisation are 
vulnerable. It could also be argued that an organisation is indirectly complicit in any unethical 
behaviour by failing to provide a mechanism to expose and remedy such behaviour and practice 
within its ranks. 
 
All organisations should have a provision within the company policy for disclosures of acts that are 
inconsistent with accepted company ethical practices and procedures. If an organisation has a person 
designated as a confidante to whom staff can go to with ethical concerns, then employees will be 
encouraged to volunteer information about unethical practices that they perceive are detrimental to the 
organisation, that is, whistle-blow. 
 
Individual and collective action is required to change unethical practices and improve the ethical 
health of an organisation such that it evolves into an ongoing ethical entity. It is difficult, and 
sometimes dangerous, for individuals to take action against what they see as an antithesis to the 
espoused ethical orientation of the company and move to such expose violations. Taking individual 
action is not easy, as revealing an unethical or unlawful practice is fraught with the possibility of 
negative consequences for that individual (Grace and Cohen, 1998). For this reason alone, formal 
guidelines to support whistle-blowers are essential to ensure that violations and breaches of 
established standards are to be reported, reviewed and corrected. As Grant (2002, p. 391) says:  
 
The extent to which corporations will go to silence or retaliate against whistle blowers, and the serious 
consequences whistle blowers have suffered in their careers, personally and in their families, indicate 
that very serious issues of business practice are at stake (Table XIIII). 
 
The procedures to protect whistle-blowers have seen substantial and highly significant increases in 
their use (25.6 per cent:88.1 per cent, p = 0.0000) across the 15 years of the study. This is an 
extremely commendable result with a 350 per cent increase of the usage of whistle-blower protection 
since 1995. It is, however, very likely that the shift to its use by the vast majority of respondents is 
due the legislative requirements of various national-and state-based Whistleblower Protection Acts 
since the 1995 study, most notably the Australian Corporations Act 2001 and its 2004 amendments, 
specifying protection for staff who whistle-blow. This idea does bring in to sharp focus the regulation 
versus self-regulation debate, and it would seem more than just speculation that legislation was the 




The aim of any organisation is to ensure that the organisation’s philosophy is consistent with its 
practice and that the company’s core values are perceived to be congruent with its actions in the 
marketplace. The company’s commitment to ethical business practices should be directly reflected in 
the impact that its actions have on the consumer and the society. 
 
The results over this 15-year period seem to indicate a maturity in Australia of a collective corporate 
conscience that recognises the worth of business ethics for its own intrinsic value, rather than just 
seeing business ethics as an initiative to improve a company’s monetary returns. Could we be seeing a 
moral progress in the ways that companies perceive their need to be ethical in the marketplace? There 
is more research work to be done in this area. Such work is currently outside of the scope of this 
study. 
 
In 2010, it would now appear that organisations have made huge strides in providing support 
mechanisms for advancing the implementation of their codes, however many still do not have those 
support mechanisms in place to assist staff to comply with the expectations of the organisation’s 
ethical perspective. All employees of all organisations need to be supported to fulfil the organisation’s 
expectations in a range of areas relevant to the business, and ethical behaviour is not different in this 
respect to other activities of the company. Many companies in Australia have instituted ethical 
behaviour initiatives and have put in place ways to monitor the performance of staff in these areas, 
yet, it would appear, some may have still missed the linking part of the process between 
implementation and examination. That missing link is exposure and education and support to assist 
staff to perform in this area. This area does not seem to have evolved to the levels that one would have 
expected over the past 15 years. 
 
Within corporate Australia, business ethics have and continues to evolve and, in many ways, exhibit 
best practice. It does appear that this evolutionary process is continuing to be seen as a positive force 
in the way that organisations feel that they need to conduct business in this country; however, it is 
concerning that those areas of best practice are often linked to legislative and punitive outcomes for 
the organisation. The process of introduction and change varies from industry to industry and 
organisation to organisation, yet the results of this study indicate that many companies are addressing 
the issues inherent in ethical practice and that, in most cases, there have been significant and 
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